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the marshes into which they " spill" when they are flooded
by the melting snows at their far-off mountain sources. If
we except the palm groves which straggle here and there
along the banks of the rivers, this inhospitable plain is
treeless; stoneless, and—away from the rivers—waterless.
When dry, the surface of the land is passable by all arms,
excepting where deep irrigation channels hinder the passage
of wheels; but a few hours of rain turn it into a quagmire
of greasy mud through which only small parties of infantry
can flounder—and that with difficulty. In the flood season,
huge areas of desert are converted into stretches of open
water or into impassable morasses. South of the line
Kut-Kufa flooded rivers are apt to rise above the level
of the surrounding country, so that, to prevent wholesale
inundation, great earthworks, or "bunds" (which are very
liable to damage) are built at the sides of their courses to
hold in their swollen waters.
In its climate, Iraq is scarcely more inviting than in
landscape. It is pre-eminently a country of extremes. Be-
tween May and October the heat is intense—rising to as
much as 134° Pah. shade temperature. Away from the sea
the heat is dry, but south of Amara the climate is damp,
sticky and unhealthy. Between November and April, the
weather is cool, and in the months December to March it
can be decidedly cold. The change from six months of intense
heat to the days of the winter, when a biting wind drives
a cold rain across the desert, is very greai>~~and it was
felt with particular severiiy by Indian troops. November
and the middle of December are probably the best months
of the year, because, unlike the remainder of the cool
season, they are mot liable to violent storms of wind and
cold rain. After even quite a few hours of rain the whole
country becomes a sea of glutinous mud which makes move-
ment of troops almost impossible. In extreme heat, aeroplanes
could not fly between the hours of about 9.0 a.m. and 5 p.m.
on account of the difficulty of climbing through the layer
of rarined air which was super-heated by radiation from the
ground; in wet weather, pilots could not always rely on
taking off from the mud.
Of all the characteristic features of Mesopotamia, per-
haps "mirage" was the most remarkable. In the open
desert, troops would appear to advance, to recede, to
become invisible; a small bush would turn into a platoon of
infantry; a few sheep would become a squadron of camelry;
at a distance of a thousand yards quite large bodies of troops

